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ABSTRACT 
Learners of English always face challenges expressing their ideas in English-only discussions. In 
such a context, teachers can teach a communicative skill to negotiate meanings in English such as 
“How do you say… in English?” in classes. It appears that it is a good occasion to introduce the 
skill because learners can gain 1) the communicative skill in a meaningful context, 2) knowledge 
of vocabulary, and 3) positive rapport among learners. However, it is often the case where lower 
proficiency learners do not find the skill so practical, as these learners do not possess an adequate 
reservoir of vocabulary items to effectively use this skill. Alternatively, relying on both L1 and L2 
vocabularies may be more helpful when lower proficiency learners negotiate meanings. This paper 
examines if negotiating meanings in the two languages helps the target students to be ready for 
discussing topics in English.  
 
INTRODUCTION 
This project focuses on lower proficiency level students who participate in English-only 
discussions. The level of proficiency of the target students is measured by scores of a placement 
test which every student of Rikkyo University takes. Students take the TOEIC (Test of English for 
International Communication), and are then divided into four levels depending on their test scores. 
The least proficient student groups are categorized as Level IV. This project focuses on two lower 
Level IV classes; students in one class scored 166.4 on average on the TOEIC, while those in the 
other class averaged 196. Their scores are lower than Level III classes on average. The test scores 
of the target students imply that they mav have too limited a range of vocabulary to join in English-
only discussions (Steward, 2009). This roughly means that the Rikkyo English discussion program 
asks the target students who manage to do daily conversation in L2 to discuss social and academic 
topics (such as environmental problems and topics related to technology) in L2.  
My interests in vocabulary activities originate from casual talks with lower proficiency 
students about the discussion course and subsequent feedback each semester. Their feedback about 
English-only policies let me realize how anxious lower level students can be, especially when they 
cannot rely on their peers to negotiate meanings of words. The skill of negotiating word meanings 
does not necessarily help them to have English-only discussions. Students also anecdotally 
reported that they had to use unnatural English words in a discussion because they cannot come 
up with more accurate words. Some of them can sense that native speakers would not use or 
understand these unnatural choices. Unnatural words which students use in their learning process 
can be categorized as interlanguage as Selinker (1972) defines the term.  
Lower proficiency learners want to know L1-L2 lexical counterparts, which help them 
to be confident in starting English-only discussions. The feedback and needs from learners can 
conflict with one of the principles of the English Discussion Center of Rikkyo University, because 
the center encourages any levels of students to communicate only in English. It would be easy for 
us to assume that there have been dilemmas between the policy and some students’ needs. Then, 
how can an instructor satisfy their needs? How can an instructor scaffold students so that they can 
carry out English-only discussion within the scheme of the discussion center? 
One attempt is to introduce an L1-L2 vocabulary activity before lower proficiency 
students start discussions in English. A preparatory activity should be simple, meaningful and 
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practical. If students successfully learn vocabulary through simple activities, it would reassure 
them that they can talk about topics more confidently (Morgan-Short and Bowden, 2006). Students 
can discuss topics longer without spending too much time on the preparation, too.  
For introducing a simple, practical and meaningful activity, it would be useful to recycle 
some vocabulary activity which has already been familiar to students. One main reason is that 
they can follow instructions quickly and smoothly, which let an instructor spend less time on 
giving instructions. The minimal use of L1 is also effective for lower level students to understand 
the activity (Saito, 2014). Matt (2013) examines what lexical items Japanese learners of English 
learn, and the learning strategies. Their findings indicate that Japanese learners of English rely on 
L1-L2 interaction heavily when they are learning new L2 vocabularies.  
There is a variety of vocabulary learning strategies introduced in the literature (e.g. using 
a mental map, using an L2 dictionary, referring to collocation, etc); however, one of the popular 
strategies among Japanese learners of English is the use of vocabulary books where they see L2 
words and the meaning and the word class in L1. That is, when learners learn words such as 
‘environment’, they see an L2 word (environment) and its meaning and word class in L1 (kankyo, 
meishi) in a word book. Thus, it is simple for students to list up L1-L2 counterparts on the board 
so that they can easily and meaningfully rely on the word list for English-only discussions. 
 
METHODS 
As briefly mentioned above, the target students are supposed to have basic English vocabulary 
that would be useful for daily conversation. On the other hand, the students’ need is to prepare a 
list of necessary words related to discussion topics before they join English-only discussions. That 
is, there is a gap between students’ knowledge and their needs. The activity to fill in the gap 
contains L1-L2 interaction. Students work in pair and discuss ideas related to discussion topics. 
An instructor encourages them to use English as long as they can. Students are also asked to 
remember which concepts are difficult to express in L2. These concepts are checked after the pair 
work. Here are some examples of instructor-learners’ interactions listed below: 
Dialogue 1  
Teacher: Are there any difficult ideas to say in English? 
(or more simply, “Difficult words?”) 
Student A: Sekinin is difficult. 
Teacher: What is sekinin in English? Do you know?  
Student B: Responsibility. 
Teacher: Great!  
Dialogue 2  
Teacher: Are there any difficult ideas to say in English? 
(or more simply, “Difficult words?”) 
Student A: What is saishin in English 
Teacher: How do you say saishin in English? Anyone? 
All students: No… 
Teacher: It is the latest in English. Do you understand? 
All students: Okay.  
After the instructor and students have L1-L2 vocabulary counterparts, an instructor makes a work 
list using L1 and L2. The whole activity should be finished within ten minutes so that learners can 
participate in long discussions afterward. For a summary of this activity plan, see the Appendix. 
 This project focuses on two lower level classes. I introduced the L1-L2 activity to one 
of the two classes, and observed the control and experimental groups. The performance of the 
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control group and that of the experimental group are both recorded. The activities and discussions 
were recorded for seven weeks (leaving out weeks 1-2 [introductory lessons] and weeks 5, 9, 13 
[test lessons]).  
After the whole recording procedure, the data was transcribed and analyzed in terms of 
the following aspects. Firstly, the students who complete the activity should be able to obtain 
vocabulary knowledge related to topics by repeating words from the list. Secondly, students in the 
control group use no L1 words, while those in the experimental group may use some L1 words. 
Thirdly, they should be able to use simple, but more natural English words with confidence. 
Fourthly, students would have no communicative breakdown triggered by the lack of vocabulary. 
However, there is a concern about the activity. As students can prepare words in the L1-L2 activity, 
they would have fewer chances to use the communication skill of negotiation of meanings in actual 
discussions.  
 
RESULTS 
One of the target classes tried the vocabulary activity for nine weeks. The outcomes of the control 
group are summarized as shown in table 1. Table 2 illustrates that of students who did not 
experience the activity. 
 
Table 1. Performances of students in the control group 
 
 Frequency of 
the repetition of 
words from the 
word list (%) 
A number of 
Japanese 
words 
A number of 
interlanguages 
A number of 
communicative 
breakdowns 
A number of 
negotiation 
of meanings 
Week 3 0 3 2 1 9 
Week 6 45 5 3 2 10 
Week 7 100 5 3 2 7 
Week 8 100 8 10 0 9 
Week 10 100 13 1 1 8 
Week 11 50 1 1 1 9 
Week 12 100 1 0 0 14 
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Table 2. Performances of students in the uncontrolled group 
 
 A number of 
Japanese words 
A number of 
interlanguages 
A number of 
communicative 
breakdowns 
A number of 
negotiating of 
meanings 
Week 3 12 4 6 9 
Week 6 9 5 1 10 
Week 7 11 7 4 13 
Week 8 7 3 0 8 
Week 10 13 2 0 10 
Week 11 13 2 0 7 
Week 12 4 3 0 6 
 
DISCUSSION 
The contrasts shown in the tables above indicate the following five positive outcomes. Firstly, 
students could obtain vocabulary knowledge related to topics because they repeatedly used words 
listed in a preparatory activity in 10 and 16-minute discussions, as can be seen in table 1. In 
addition, the more students got used to the patterns of the activity, the shorter the activity got. This 
helped them to have more time for discussions. Thirdly, students in the control group could use 
more natural English words, whereas other students without the scaffolding still used many words 
categorized as interlanguage. Fourthly, students who did the activity had fewer communicative 
breakdowns due to the lack of vocabulary items. Fifthly, the introduction of the activity did not 
bring any negative impact on students’ use of the communicative skill of negotiating meanings of 
words. 
However, there were some students who kept using Japanese words in discussions, as 
can be seen in table 1. As discussions went on, learners sometimes came across concepts which 
they did not prepare in the L1-L2 word activity. They tried to negotiate words in English, but no 
participants could produce even interlanguage-like vocabularies. Eventually, this situation made 
them use Japanese words. For example, when students discussed environmental problems in week 
10, they referred to many different kinds of garbage and the related ideas. These include concepts 
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such as oversized garbage, incinerator, hydrogen (cars), etc. These words were not introduced in 
the preparatory L1-L2 vocabulary activity. This resulted in the use of L1 in their discussion.  
This project has not investigated what triggered the situation in detail. However, there 
are likely some factors for why the target students had to use L1 words during discussions. A first 
possible cause is that some introduced topics were not familiar to them at all. Probably the students 
had not had any chances to discuss such topics deeply (even in their L1) by the time they started 
discussions. A second factor is that there were not direct links between topics of the preparatory 
activity and that of discussions. Let us take the week 10 topic (Environment) as an example here. 
When the target students did pair work in the preparatory activity, each pair discussed questions 
such as ‘What are good ways to use less water/electricity?’ and ‘What are good ways to reduce 
garbage?’.  
In the following discussions, they were asked to discuss two questions: 1) What are 
good ways to use less water/electricity and to reduce garbage?, and 2) Is it difficult to be eco-
friendly? For the first question, they could recycle ideas and use words listed in the preparatory 
activity. As table 1 shows, they successfully repeated words in the word list. On the other hand, 
when the student discussed the second question, they had to discuss more generalized ideas. As 
they did not prepare ideas for the second question, they had to begin the discussion from scratch. 
From the target students’ point of view, there would be a huge gap between a preparatory activity 
and the follow-up discussion, which presumably let them use more L1 words in their group 
discussion. 
 
CONCLUSION 
The results discussed above are interesting, but the data needs more refined analysis. For example, 
we can further investigate 1) if the use of L1 or interlanguage is triggered by discussing more 
difficult social/academic topics, and 2) how many of the students would use listed words. However, 
the L1-L2 vocabulary activity helped students in the control group to complete English-only 
discussions. When students start discussions with appropriate vocabularies which they can use to 
express their own ideas, they will hopefully feel like they are climbing high mountains with proper 
gear.  
Nevertheless, non-bilingual teachers will find it difficult to do the L1-L2 vocabulary 
activity discussed in this paper. In other words, the activity is learner-friendly, but not necessarily 
instructor-friendly. Therefore, the future projects should investigate learner- and instructor-
friendly activities.  
 
REFERENCES 
Bowers, F. and Lindstromberg, S. (2007). How cognitive linguistics can foster effective  
vocabulary teaching. In Gitte K., M. Achard, R. Dirven., and F.J. Ruiz de Mendoza  
Ibáñez. (Eds.), Cognitive linguistic approaches to teaching vocabulary and  
Phraseology (p. 1-64). New York: Mouton de Gruyter.  
Matt, J. (2013). Vocabulary study strategy: Prevalence among L2 learners. Ritsumeikan Center  
for Asia Pacific Studies, 25, 19-26. 
Morgan-Short, K. and Bowden, H.W. (2006). Processing instruction and meaningful  
output-based instruction: Effects on second language development. Studies in Second  
Language Acquisition, 28(1), 31-65. 
Nation, I S P. (2001). Learning vocabulary in another language. Cambridge: Cambridge  
 University Press. 
Saito, Y. (2014). Japanese university teachers’ beliefs and practices regarding an English-only  
Yurika Kambe 
141 
 
policy. Journal of Rikkyo University Language Center, 31, 29-42. 
Selinker, L. (1972). Interlanguage. International Review of Applied Linguistics, 10, 209-231. 
Steward, T. (2009). Will the new English curriculum for 2013 work?, The Language Teacher,  
33(11), 9-13. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
New Directions in Teaching and Learning English Discussion 
142 
 
APPENDIX 
L1-L2 Vocabulary activity
 
Step 1
• Students make a pair of two.
Step 2 
• An instructor tells students to talk about ideas which are related to discussion topics as a 
preparation.
Step 3 
(2min)
• An instructor informs students that the following two points; 
• they should try to use English words as many as they can. But, if it is too difficult, they     can 
use English and Japanese words. 
• they can check vocabularies after each preparatory activity as a whole class so that they  can 
use English words in discussions.
Step 4
(6 min)
• A instructor asks students to start a pair work. 
Step 5
(2 min)
• After the pair work, students are asked to answer the three questions; 
• Do you understand your partners’ comments? 
• Can you say your ideas clearly?
• Is there any difficult words to express in English? 
Step 6
(2 min)
• As students answer the questions, an instructor lists unclear words of Japanese on board in 
alphabets (e.g. saishin, sekinin, kesu…) 
• An instructor asks a whole class if any students know the English counpterparts.
• If students know English words, write them on board. If not, an instructor writes English words. 
Step 7
(1 min) 
• An instructor asks students to repeat words in the list together, and emphasizes that students can 
use the vocabularies in the coming discussion. 
Step 8
• An instructor erases Japanese words from the board. (Students can rely on a list of English 
words only when they start discussions; however, an instructor erases the English word list 
toward the end of each discussion.)
